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PARENTS TALK TO THEIR PRE-ADOLESCENT
CHILDREN ABOUT SEXUALITY
Dolores Stegelin*
The child from 8 to 12 years of age undergoes
rapid growth and physical development. Because this
child is becoming part of a wider social network,
influences from friends and teachers are increasing.
In general, this child has a busy and active life.
Characteristics ofpre-adolescent children include:
• Growth in weight and height continues at a steady
rate. Near the end of this period children who
reach puberty experience a growth spurt and enter
early adolescence.
• Energy abounds. Parents may worry about insuffi-
cient rest. These children require 10 to 11 hours of
sleep, and over-stimulation fs possible in competi-
tive activities.
• The body changes, indicating puberty is ap-
proaching.
• The range ofheight and weight widens. Boys weigh
from about 60 to 90 pounds and girls 55 to 90
pounds. Height varies from 50 to 60 inches.
• Attention span increases. Concentration for 30
minutes is possible. Activities that provide variety
and interest may hold attention for hours.
• There is a need to know and understand the "why"
of things.
• Peer group often becomes a gang, club or secret
society.
• Independence from adults becomes important.
• They are ready to discuss sex, often to correct
information they have received from peer group.
• Sex-role identification continues to develop, to the
point of excluding the opposite sex.
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• Sense of humor develops.
• There are indications of growing independence -
disobedience, backtalk and rebelliousness.
What the Pre-Adolescent Child
Should Know about Sexuality
Preteen youngsters have a natural interest and
curiosity about nearly everything related to sex and
being male or female. Frequently, children 10 to 12
have mixed or ambivalent feelings about the opposite
sex of their own age group.
Each child's attitudes about the opposite sex are
determined by his or her family's attitudes, religious
and moral beliefs, and the influence of friends or
peers. Most pre-adolescents are interested in these
topics related to human sexuality:
• Menstruation, what it is and why it occurs.
• Courtship, sexual relationships and conception.
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• How babies develop during pregnancy and the
birth process.
• Venereal disease - hows, whys, symptoms, pre-
vention and treatment.
• Homosexuality, what is it, why does it occur.
• Pre-adolescents need honest, straightforward an-
swers to their questions. They also want and need a
variety of opinions and attitudes relating to sexuali-
ty. They expect reasons and explanations for the
opinions they hear.
The Role of the Parent
If the parent has made an effort to communicate
with the child in earlier years, then the questions
asked by the pre-adolescent child regarding sexuality
and sexual functioning will be easier to respond to.
Some children may feel freer to ask questions than
others. The parent should take the initiative in talking
to the child about sex-related matters if the child does
not ask any questions.
Parents may want to create special "together
times" that provide a secure, nurturing setting for
parent-child discussions. Taking the child out for
pizza and then to a movie is one suggestion.
Most important is the feeling that exists between
the parent and child. A parent who feels insecure or
embarrassed about discussing sexuality with his or
her child may turn to community resources for assist-
ance. Here is a list of suggested helpers:
Educational Services and
Resources Available
• Local libraries and educational facilities such as
high schools, area community colleges, colleges
and universities.
• Church programs which facilitate understanding of
sexuality at all stages of human development.
• Texas Agricultural Extension Service - county or
state offices have materials and programs on parent
education.
• Mental health or family service agencies offer coun-
seling services that include sex education coun-
seling.
• Physicians and family doctors provide personal
counseling as well as informational brochures.
• State Department of Health provides current infor-
mation on sexual development.
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